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reforms. It relies on existing studies of reform adoption to extract 
hypotheses that seem applicable in some cases and testable in others. The 
paper argues that the political conditions for the adoption of quality- 
oriented education reforms remain unfavorable, despite a new impetus in favor 
of reform. Quality reforms produce concentrated costs and distributed 
benefits, leading to the rise of strong veto groups, such as teachers’ unions, 
bureaucrats, and university students. Beneficiaries of education reform do 
exist, but they tend to be less organized and motivated than reform opponents. 
Successful reform adoption is contingent on addressing the concentration of 
costs on a few actors, low incidence of policy entrepreneurship, political 
disengagement of potential beneficiaries, and political advantages of cost- 
bearing groups. This paper discusses various hypotheses about ways to address 
each of these hurdles. Appendix 1 illustrates changes in ministers of 
education and ministers of finance in selected cases of education reform. 
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Executive Summary 



This paper explores the political conditions that may enhance or hinder the adoption of education 
reforms. It does not offer definite, statistically tested conclusions. Instead, this paper relies on ex- 
isting studies of reform adoption to extract hypotheses that seem applicable in some cases and 
testable in others. This paper should be read more as a review of the literature and a guide to fu- 
ture research than as an endorsement of specific recommendations. 

At the outset, it is argued that the political conditions for the adoption of quality-oriented education 
reforms remain unfavorable, despite a new impetus in favor of reform. Quality reforms produce 
concentrated costs and distributed benefits, leading to the rise of strong veto groups (e.g., teach- 
ers’ unions, bureaucrats and university students). Often, these veto groups are highly organized, 
resourceful and well connected to political parties, thereby magnifying their capacity to contest the 
reforms. Beneficiaries of education reform do exist, but they tend to be less organized and moti- 
vated than reform opponents. A common antidote to these problems — policy entrepreneurs — is 
theoretically possible, but still less likely due to shortcomings in the system of incentives and penal- 
ties that governments face in the area of education reform. 

Successful reform adoption is thus contingent on addressing the following political hurdles: 1) con- 
centration of costs on a few actors; 2) low incidence of policy entrepreneurship (i.e., shortcomings 
in the supply side of reform); 3) political disengagement of potential beneficiaries (i.e., shortcom- 
ings in the demand side); and 4) political advantages of cost-bearing groups. This paper discusses 
various hypotheses, often raised explicitly or indirectly by existing studies, about ways to address 
each of these hurdles. These are summarized in Table I. The discussion of each hypothesis be- 
gins with a brief statement about why, at least in theory, the proposed hypothesis might have a 
causal impact on the chances of reform adoption. Next, examples from one or more cases are 
provided to illustrate the viability of the hypothesis. Finally, caveats about the validity of the hy- 
potheses are presented. 
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Table I: 

Conditions that May Enhance Education Reform Adoption 



Changes in Reform Type: 

• Combining access elements with quality reform 

Corollary: Political compensation of those adversely affected by reform may be more important than material compen- 
sation 

• Following an incremental rather than all-encompassing approach 

• Packaging education reforms with other type of reforms (of the state or the economy) 

Efforts to Bolster the Supply Side: 

• Entrusting education reforms to ministries with low turnover rates 

• Increasing links with the outside world or global economy 

• Creating independent pro-reform advisory councils 

Efforts to Bolster the Demand Side: 

• Launching massive information dissemination campaigns 

• Involving potential beneficiaries in reform design and evaluation 

• In cases of decentralization, granting greater financial autonomy to local entities 

Institutional Setting Determinants of Societal Cooperation with Reforms: 

• Teachers’ union (or any cost-bearing group) links with opposition political parties hinder government-union cooperation 
Corollary: Improving executive-legislative relations on the issue of education reform moderates union opposition. 

• Internal union fragmentation hinders union-government cooperation; external union fragmentation diminishes the 
power of unions 

• Preempting strategic coalitions between cost-bearing groups and other societal actors 
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